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In recent weeks, Brazilian President Jose Sarney and a host of public officials have reacted to
international publicity on the destruction of the Amazon rain forest by denouncing foreign
meddling, conspiracies to occupy the Amazon, and hypocrisy. For instance, on foreign "hypocrisy":
at a military ceremony this month Sarney said that wealthy industrialized nations were conducting
"an insidious, cruel and untruthful campaign" against Brazil to deflect attention from their own
massive pollution, acid rain and "fantastic nuclear arsenals." Reacting to recent criticism by France,
a senior Foreign Ministry official told the New York Times, "What infuriates us is the double
standard." The official remarked that France did not have an "enchanting environmental record."
Next, the official said, in late 1988 at the conference on chemical weapons in Paris when Brazil
attempted to introduce a clause in the final resolution stating that chemical weapons were extremely
harmful to the environment, "we were told that was too controversial." Foreign meddling generally
refers to credits from foreign governments and multilateral institutions that have been postponed
or conditioned on environmental measures. Intervention of this sort also includes proposals
from creditor nations that Brazil exchange discounted parts of its foreign debt for conservation
projects. Brasilia recently rejected a plan to establish an international environmental agency at an
environmental conference in the Netherlands. Foreign "conspiracy theories" mentioned by officials
are numerous. One theory asserts that wealthy nations wish to postpone development of Brazil's
enormous mineral deposits (uranium, gold, tin, bauxite, etc.) because doing so would depress
prices and thus negatively impact on their own industrial interests. Another is that transnational
corporations are using environmental concerns to postpone exploitation of the Amazon until
they can obtain control over the region. According to the Times, such conspiracy theories are not
taken seriously by Brazilian newspapers and television. The most ardent followers of "patriotic"
remonstrations about the Brazilianess of the Amazon are the rightist Rural Democratic Union a
group of large landowners which led the crusade against incorporating even mild agrarian reform
measures into the country's new Constitution , and members of the national congress linked
with construction companies with major stakes in the continued development of the Amazon.
Meanwhile, Brasilia is preparing to announce a new environmental program for the region on April
6. According to Fernando Cesar Mesquita, head of the government's new environmental agency,
the government plans to propose a battery of new laws, including a drastic modification of the
tax system, a prohibition on deforestation for agriculture and cattle, and controls on the sale of
mercury. Gold prospectors in the hundreds of thousands have polluted the rivers with mercury.
Next, said Mesquita, plans are underway to use the air force and the army in the upcoming dry
season to reduce the huge forest fires farmers set to clear the land. Brazilian scientists are angry
over the public relations extravaganza being organized for the announcement of the new Amazon
policy. The president's office plans to spend $2 million for the event, which includes plane fares
and Amazon tours for guests. The scientists point to drastic budget cuts which have hampered
all research connected to the Amazon. For instance, at the National Institute for Space Research,
which collects and interprets satellite images toward monitoring Amazon fires and deforestation,
researchers said that because of insufficient funding they have not been able to complete analysis
of last year's data. There is no money, they told the Times, to repair a computer or develop the
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film. Funding for agencies charged with preventing and coping with forest fires is inadequate. In
February, forest wardens in Rondonia state said there was no money for fuel or spare parts for their
vehicles. The Forestry Institute in Bahia state reported this month that it had only 50 men to combat
a fire covering thousands of acres. (Basic data from New York Times, 03/23/89)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

